EXCHANGE
Edition 7 – Spring 2021

A look at housing’s future, today

Environmental,
Social, and Corporate
Governance (ESG)
PAGE 8

National Housing
Federation Code
of Governance 2020
PAGE 10

ESG is business
– critical for
housing

Covid-19
looking ahead
PAGE 4

Exchange | 2

PAGE 12

ESG is business
– critical for housing
– how do you make
sure your business strategy and funding

Content

Exchange | 2

Introduction

3

Covid-19 – looking ahead

4

Environmental, Social, and
Corporate Governance (ESG)

8

National Housing Federation (NHF)
Code of Governance 2020

10

ESG is business – critical for housing
– how do you make sure your business
strategy and funding are aligned?

12

The Panel

14

Edition 7– Spring 2021

g are aligned?

Introduction
Welcome to the seventh edition of DTP Exchange –
a thought leadership and research initiative which
we believe brings value and fresh thinking to the
sector. Based on one to one interviews with housing
association chief executives carried out by DTP
Director Sam McGrady, it seeks to focus on some
of the ‘hot topics’ in the housing sector right now,
finding out what registered providers (RPs) think
and how they are responding.
Like our previous
two editions, this
one has a key focus
on the Covid-19
pandemic, and how
this is continuing to
impact the sector.
We also take an early
look at how providers
are responding to
the Environmental, Social, and Corporate
Governance (ESG) agenda, and garner
opinions and responses to the 2020
National Housing Federation (NHF) Code
of Governance.
It’s been a busy six months for the
sector in terms of government policy
announcements and forthcoming
legislation, and there were many topics
we could have chosen to engage with our
panel on in this publication. While we had
to narrow it down, rest assured we will be
returning in future editions to key topic

areas such as decarbonisation, building
safety and the potential changes the Social
Housing White Paper heralds.
We are also pleased to include an expert
piece from one of our legal partners,
Bevan Brittan. This looks at how to
align your business strategy and funding
with ESG principles, and is an excellent
overview of how ESG is impacting both
our sector and others.
DTP Exchange is not funded or sponsored
by anyone apart from DTP – it is a genuine,
independent piece of qualitative research
and commentary which seeks to share
thinking and opinion across the sector. We
would be delighted to hear from you, both
in terms of feedback on this report, and
suggestions for future discussion topics.
We would like to thank wholeheartedly our
panel who have given freely of their time to
contribute to this report; please see page 14
for a full list of contributors.
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Covid-19 – looking ahead
We asked our panel to
cover some key areas in
relation to emerging from
the pandemic and lockdown
restrictions along with
their future plans, and have
set these out under the
headings below:
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New ways of working
and delivering services
The roadmap to ‘unlocking’ set out by the
government in early March is being tracked
by most organisations we spoke to in terms of
how staff work and how services are delivered.
Offices in most cases will not ‘re-open’ with
the new approaches set out below until July at
the earliest for most and September or later
for others. Government guidelines around
working from home if possible and ensuring
Covid-safe office environments are being
applied by all (notwithstanding that almost
all organisations have kept their offices open
throughout the last year on a skeleton basis,
providing workspaces for those who cannot
safely or effectively work from home and
where roles simply don’t allow for it).
Every member of our panel is now working
towards, or is in the process of implementing,
permanent ways of working for employees
which are based on an agile, flexible approach
splitting time between home and office
working. While a few were already working in
this way prior to the March 2020 lockdown,
the majority had rapid and quite dramatic
change foisted on them, and more than a
year later are clearly able to see the benefits of
this. Organisations not already in this space
have through necessity embraced a flexible
approach to working, increased use of digital
technology to provide and deliver services,
and new ways of engaging with both staff
and tenants. Several contributors said this had
accelerated progress up to five-fold. Everyone
cautioned against simply going back to the way
things were. Overall, we heard a very positive
picture of wishing to capture and continue
with the positives which have emerged from
the pandemic and maximise the future
opportunities these bring.
Many organisations reported both learning
from what had worked well and not so well
over the last year, and were undertaking
staff surveys and engagement now to really
understand what staff want and need. We
heard that only a tiny minority of staff had
expressed a preference for being 100% in the
office or 100% at home – the vast majority
are seeking a mix of both, and really value
time spent face-to-face with colleagues, while
acknowledging the well-understood benefits
of working from home. Mental health and
wellbeing have clearly suffered during the last
year, and staff are looking forward to seeing
their colleagues again and rebuilding the
human interaction they have missed. Without
that, our interviewees agreed that work
becomes transactional and process-driven, and
for the majority this will not bring either long
term job satisfaction or good mental health
outcomes.
From an organisational perspective, the need

to ensure the culture and organisational values
are not lost is a crucial factor in requiring
all staff to spend some time in the office.
Leadership was also mentioned; no Chief
Executive wanted to become an invisible,
virtual leader, and the conversations around
the water cooler are seen as vital to staff
engagement and interaction. Many panellists
cited improved productivity throughout the
pandemic; this is largely put down to staff
being willing to give a little more in exchange
for being better able to manage their own
time, undertake caring responsibilities and
achieve a better work-life balance. Interestingly,
one Chief Executive observed she had heard
more from those staff who are naturally more
introverted or quiet as a result of virtual
working; some clearly feel more confident in
virtual meetings than in face-to-face situations.
There is a real perceived business benefit,
for a number of reasons, to sticking with
the new ways of working and taking a
balanced approach.
In terms of specific approaches, these are
slightly different from provider to provider.
Some are being quite specific about the days
and reasons staff need to be in the office; others
are much more flexible around this, leaving it
to individuals and/or teams to decide when
and how they will gain face-to-face interaction
with colleagues. Some are moving away from
traditional ‘flexitime’ and allowing staff to
choose the hours they work to suit them; as
one put it, our customers don’t only want our
services between 9am and 5pm. However, all
were very clear that the needs of customers
and the business must come first; if staff are
told they must be in the office on a given day,
they will be expected to be there. Guidance
or rules are being put in place to provide a
framework; these are generally being widely
consulted on and in some cases have to be
agreed with trades unions. Some organisations,
but not all, are reviewing their employment
contracts, terms and conditions and reward
packages as part of this change process;
others feel it is not the right time to
do so and are delaying this for a short time.
It is clear that everyone is at a slightly different
stage on their journey.

arrangements and creating collaboration
spaces and flexible working areas. Several
already have booking systems for spaces, and
this is seen as a core element of Covid-safe
working until such time as social distancing
requirements are no longer needed. Some
providers are selling or ending leases on large
offices; most are reviewing their office space
requirement to some degree. We heard reports
of reducing office facilities by as much as
50% and corresponding annual savings of six
figure sums. Several intend to make better use
of other assets such as extra care schemes or
sheltered schemes as ‘hubs’ where staff can
meet face-to-face; this brings the added benefit
of visibility and customer engagement at the
same time.
There is an acknowledgement from all parties
that these changes are as much of culture
and approach as they are of operations and
logistics. Line managers need to manage
remote staff in a very different way; there is a
real need to develop trust and confidence in
staff, while at the same time being very clear
on what is expected, and when, from different
roles. On the reverse side of the coin, staff
need to step up to their responsibilities and
be accountable. Training and development
were mentioned several times as being key to
helping both managers and staff transition to
a new approach, with employee engagement
and wellbeing front and centre. We also
heard some concerns regarding the risks that
come with more remote and virtual working,
not least around cyber security, GDPR etc.
Investing in training and discipline to use
technology both safely and effectively are
seen as very important, along with reviewing
controls and delegations in this respect.

For in-house repairs teams and other
operatives, change is less marked. However, we
did hear of a couple of providers who were
extending flexible working to those teams too,
at the same time as providing customers with
additional times to have repairs and other
works done (e.g. 8am to 8pm). Interestingly,
one provider which had trialled this found
very limited demand for repairs outside of the
traditional hours of 9am to 5pm.

Interestingly, several respondents reported
significant increases in employee engagement,
satisfaction and positive feedback about their
employer in the last year – this probably
reflects the huge amount of time leaders
have invested in communications with staff,
as well as the perceived benefits of home
working for most. However, we heard several
concerns expressed that both staff and board
member talent may become more difficult
now to retain, as geography is much less
of a constraining factor and people have
more options about who they work for and
where. The benefit of this, of course, is that
organisations should be able to attract more
skilled and experienced people to vacancies
if they no longer have to commute to offices
daily; one Midlands-based RP had recently
recruited staff based in the south-west and
north west, and sees this as contributing to a
more diverse workforce.

Most of the organisations we spoke to are
in the process of making (or are planning to
make) significant changes to their internal
office space, removing most traditional desk

There is clearly also a ‘green’ benefit to these
changes; the removal of the daily commute for
the majority of staff most of the time will bring
environmental benefits to all.
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Tenants who were working
have often been either made
redundant, furloughed at 80%
pay or had their hours reduced.

The shift which was already under way to
deliver more services to customers through
digital platforms has increased exponentially
over the last year, as necessity has forced
organisations to invest heavily in IT and to
engage through technology with as many
customers as they can. However, a note of
caution was urged across the piece regarding
taking customers along on the journey, and
acknowledging that there will always be a
minority which cannot engage digitally;
traditional service delivery and contact
routes should not be closed off overnight.
New ways of working for staff also have to
be right for tenants; vulnerable customers
have been effectively identified through the
first lockdown, and providers are putting
more staff resources into supporting those
as the majority shift to digital interaction.
Those organisations which provide care and
support services reported continuing to use
technology and remote support where these
are effective; again, a hybrid approach is most
likely here but without reverting to 100%
face-to-face support, the pandemic having
proven that some virtual approaches work well.
The use of technology to engage much
more widely and with more tenants was
mentioned in our November 2020 Exchange.
This is continuing, and several reported
capturing more and better data on realtime satisfaction, on customer insight and
profiles. It is widely expected that this will
continue to expand and improve as providers
address the likely requirements of the
White Paper around resident engagement
and changed consumer regulation.
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Community impacts
There is a very strong sense within the
sector that the pandemic has heightened
and exacerbated what were already major
inequalities in society. Providers are in the main
dealing with the most vulnerable communities,
and for most of these, Covid has worsened
an already bad situation. Tenants who
were working have often been either made
redundant, furloughed at 80% pay or had their
hours reduced; many have sought to address
this income shortfall through borrowing,
and debt levels in these communities are
now much higher. As well as the often-aired
mental health impacts of Covid, there are
also concerns about ‘hidden’ impacts such
as domestic violence, abuse and relationship
breakdown. Homelessness was cited by some
(especially those in large cities) as a serious
cause for concern, especially as the eviction
ban is lifted and private sector landlords end
tenancies. Specific groups more adversely
affected by Covid and its wider implications
are often predominant in RP communities
– women, BAME and the low paid.
The ‘levelling up’ agenda was a topic for
several Chief Executives – or rather the lack
of it. One spoke of two narratives – those the
media focus on as we emerge from lockdown
with more money to spend having saved
through lockdown and the pent-up demand
this has created, and those who went into
Covid with little and are emerging with even
less. Poverty is seen by many as the biggest
challenge post-Covid for communities and for
providers trying to help and support them.

Perhaps one exception to the bleak picture
above is those operating in rural communities
where tourism and hospitality are key
industries. Here, the picture seems brighter, as
latent demand and likely ongoing preference
for ‘staycations’ should mean many in those
areas come out of Covid in a better position
as regards employment, economic conditions
etc. However, rural poverty exists and is
often hidden, and will continue to feature.
In terms of addressing some of these issues
and concerns, there is a range of approaches
depending on the geographical spread and
nature of the providers. Those who are very
much placeshapers and based in tighter
geographical locations are better placed to
provide solutions directly. Others are working
in close partnership with local authorities
and other agencies, providing funding and
other resources in some cases, and signposting
customers. Safeguarding is a critical element
of this joint working. We reported in our
last edition of Exchange on the very positive
examples of partnership working which
emerged during the first lockdown, and many
organisations are continuing and building on
this approach - ensuring there is no duplication
and that the best placed organisation
provides appropriate support and services.

We were interested to find out
providers’ experience of the Covid
vaccine take-up amongst their staff.

Where providers are putting support
in place themselves, this is focused in
key areas of training and employment,
particularly for younger people (Covid being
seen to have increased intergenerational
inequality), mental health and financial/
digital inclusion. Many are putting
additional resources into the creation of
apprenticeships and are using the Kickstart
programme to good effect. Contractors
are being engaged in these initiatives
too. Two Chief Executives we spoke
to told us they are directly employing
mental health workers (in one case as a
joint initiative with other providers) to
help address the emerging mental health
crisis exacerbated by Covid. Another
is commencing counselling services for
tenants in supported living schemes.
Many providers reported real successes
in ensuring their most vulnerable tenants
did not slip through the safety net; this
is as a result of significant effort in the
first lockdown in identifying vulnerable
people and putting support in place for
them which has continued ever since.
Customer satisfaction was widely
reported as not only holding up, but in
some cases improving over the last year
– testament no doubt to how well many
providers have handled operations, service
delivery and customer communication.
Trust was also mentioned as being a
key factor here – tenants trusting their
landlord to provide help and support,
and feeling confident to come forward
with problems in the knowledge that

they would be listened to and assisted.
Looking ahead, many expressed a view that
the worst is yet to come for communities,
as the country heads towards the end
of furlough with mass redundancies
expected, along with the likely reduction
in Universal Credit top-up. There
is a widespread expectation that the
economy in most of the country will be
fragile for some time to come, and that
furthermore the impact of Brexit is not
widely understood or reported as yet, but
could well make things worse again.

Vaccination programme
We were interested to find out providers’
experience of the Covid vaccine takeup amongst their staff, and any issues or
concerns they had. Universally, no one we
spoke to had experienced any significant
problems in this area; one or two mentioned
some small pockets of resistance but these
were seen as very minor and had been
mostly overcome. Most employers had
managed to get care and support staff
prioritised for vaccination very early in the
programme, and reported take-up being
excellent. Amongst other staff, as their
turn has arisen, again there has been very
strong take up, with no one reporting any
significant refusals. No one we spoke to
has made vaccination obligatory (several
had taken legal advice in this area and
were satisfied it wasn’t a route they wished
to go down) but all were using their
internal communications to encourage

and promote vaccine take-up, including
signposting staff to trusted, accurate
sources of information. Many are also
providing facilities for (or signposting to)
twice-weekly Covid testing; this is seen as
just as important for those staff who have
not yet become eligible for the vaccine,
or who cannot take it up for medical
reasons. Several also reported operating
their own ‘track and trace’ systems within
offices (where these are open); some have
done this alone, others in partnership with
the local authority. These are additional
layers of Covid-safe working, which is
seen as a key priority by all of our panel.
We also heard that Covid-safe meetings
are a priority amongst board members,
from a good governance perspective.
We heard that one organisation’s board
had discussed whether it would be
appropriate for board members to know the
vaccination position of those they would
be in the room with before they reconvene
for their first face-to-face meeting.
The success of vaccine take-up is widely
seen as evidence of the culture of the
sector – taking responsibility for not only
oneself, but also one’s colleagues and
customers, especially those working with
older and vulnerable residents. It is also,
as one Chief Executive put it, our ‘ticket
out of this’; another felt that ‘vaccine
passports’ to enable holidays abroad was
also a big driver in vaccine acceptance.
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Environmental,
Social, and Corporate
Governance (ESG)
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Despite significant coverage in the housing media recently about ESG, we found
limited activity amongst most of the providers represented on our panel in this
area; most felt it was early days and saw themselves as followers rather than
leaders (with a couple of notable exceptions). However, most agreed that it will
become increasingly important in due course, are raising awareness internally and
with boards, and considering a more fulsome response in the future. There was
a general view that ESG is generally positive and presents no real risks or issues
for high performing organisations in the housing arena. We heard quite a lot about
net zero carbon in our interviews – we have not captured this here as we intend to
return to it as a key topic in our next DTP Exchange in the autumn.
We have summarised what our panel did tell us below:
ESG reporting
A small number of providers are now
including ESG in their accounting practices,
having joined the sector pilot, but this is the
exception rather than the norm. One or
two mentioned providing a separate ESG
annual report for boards, capturing activity
in one place instead of it being spread across
a number of publications, which seems a
sensible approach. Another has introduced
ESG as a standard section in their board
report template, to ensure it is considered in
board decisions.

Funding deals
Several Chief Executives reported that ESG
is now featuring (to a greater or lesser extent)
in discussions around borrowing, perhaps
more so in bonds than in traditional bank
lending. Where it had been raised, all felt
they had been well positioned to respond
and paint a positive picture. However, we
also heard some views that providers will
need to consider whether the benefits of
a robust approach to ESG merit the effort
and potential cost required; as one Chief
Executive said, there are lenders ‘queuing
up’ to lend to the sector anyway, and an
ESG angle may only produce an advantage
of a few basis points on a loan. Clearly, for
larger providers borrowing big sums of

money, such gains will be more significant.
One of the organisations represented on our
panel said their existing lenders had started
to ask them for outline ESG information.

External audit
One Chief Executive reported ESG as
featuring in their recent external audit
preparation meeting, which had taken them
a little by surprise. He commented that it
will be interesting to see if auditors begin
to expect to see ESG in accounts in future
years, and whether accounting standards will
change to reflect this.

Areas of strength
In ESG for our sector these are clearly
seen as governance and the ‘social’ aspect.
However, several people felt providers (and
their representative bodies) could do a better
job at communicating and promoting this to
government, media and the public.

Areas for improvement

Interdependencies
A couple of respondents felt that ESG, the
White Paper, 2020 Code of Governance
and NHF’s Together with Tenants are
intertwined, and see these as the key context
for new and/or revised corporate plans.
Another sees ESG and VFM as strongly
related, and is working on a suite of metrics
and reporting which captures both.

Culture
We gained a sense that ESG needs to
become embedded within organisational
culture for it to be truly sincere. One
contributor described the need for a
‘maturation process’ and felt that investors
will be astute enough to work out which
organisations are serious about ESG, and
which may be simply ticking boxes to ‘look
good’. Another felt that it is not just about
what the employer does, but that staff need
to play their part too, and this will take time
to embed.

These were largely seen as being around the
environmental agenda, with more work to
do across the sector in this area (although
it is clearly now a priority and featuring in
asset management plans, office and staffing
arrangements etc.)

Exchange | 9

National Housing
Federation (NHF)
Code of Governance 2020
Despite being a long time coming, the new NHF Code of Governance was welcomed by all our panellists.
While all are adopting it, there are different timescales for this. The approach most have taken to
considering the Code is to undertake a self-assessment against it, followed by a gap analysis and an
action or improvement plan to work through. Some adopted it very quickly (February/March 2021); others
are taking more time to consider its contents and their compliance, and will not adopt it until 2022. The
vast majority, however, are adopting it now with a view to undertaking their first full year of compliance
reporting at the end of March 2022, giving them a year to achieve as much compliance as they can. The
2020 Code has the same approach to ‘comply or explain’ as the 2015 one, which is welcomed (although it
is fair to say that everyone wishes to comply with as much as they possibly can). There are some aspects
of the Code which will require some organisations to do more to achieve compliance than others; we
have set these out opposite.
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Term of office for
non-executives
The 2020 Code sets out a maximum six year
term of office (TOO) for all non-executives,
with additional three years on a one-by-one
basis as an exception, and where there is
a clear business need to extend beyond six
years. It is fair to say that, with the exception
of a small number of providers who had
already moved to this arrangement (in
anticipation), the TOO issue is probably
causing the biggest headache to most boards.
To migrate straight to the new requirements
would mean many losing more than 50% of
members in one go; clearly this would not be
good governance practice, and so as a result
succession plans are being revisited almost
universally, to ensure an appropriate route is
set out to achieve full compliance in this area
of a number of years in a sensible way.

Evidencing the culture
This is a new area of consideration for many.
It is widely felt that if the culture is wrong,
this presents a huge risk to the organisation.
Several providers are planning to explore
and review their culture, embodied in values,
mission, vision and behaviours, at board
away-days in coming months. It is felt this
will bring culture ‘front and centre’ for
boards, it being their role to set the culture.
It will also enable a debate about how one
evidences culture, though there do not appear
to be any easy answers in this area. One
Chief Executive had brought in an external
consultancy to ‘measure’ their culture, which
she described as ‘useful’. One interesting
finding was that whichever topic had been
most focused on in the immediate past in
internal communications, team meetings etc.
went on to score very highly as being part
of the culture. This suggests that by really
focusing on and paying attention to an area
for improvement, organisations can change
consciousness and behaviour to positive effect.

Senior Independent
Director (SID)/committee
chairs
For a minority, the requirement in the 2020
Code for a SID is something new and one
they are considering how best to achieve. This
is particularly an issue in smaller providers,
where in the past boards have not felt such a
post to be necessary. We heard elsewhere that
those with independent chairs of committees
(most commonly Audit Committees) were
now having to bring those chairs onto their
board, making changes to their arrangements
to meet another new requirement (or use the
comply or explain approach).

Board composition
– diversity, reflecting
communities and ‘lived
experience’
This is another consideration which
many are grappling with. Several Chief
Executives said they were finding it difficult
to define ‘lived experience’, and that this
would be a key action area for them.
One interesting idea we heard was an
organisation arranging informal sessions for
their board to hear from diverse customers
with a range of lived experience; it is
hoped this will encourage members to
view issues through a different lens. More
than one contributor felt it was crucial that
board members met tenants to hear their
experiences directly, although this was not
the view of all.
Several cautioned against ‘tokenism’ in
board recruitment; diversity of thought,
experience and expression are seen as
equally important to diversity of colour,
religion, race, disability, gender etc.
Inclusion was seen as needing to encompass
geography, opportunity and deprivation
as well as ‘protected characteristics’. The
recently launched NHF data tool which
helps assess how representative current
governance entities and staff are of
communities served was mentioned in a few
interviews as being useful here.

Customer voice in
governance
This is a topic which most divides our
panel. There are some really strong,
enthusiastic advocates of having residents
on boards and reserved places for
them, alongside others who feel such an
approach is tokenistic, places unreasonable
expectations on tenants, and is a potential
move away from the focus on skills-based
boards. The latter group feel that the sector
moved away from having (in some cases) a
third of board members being comprised
of residents for a reason – non-executives
making serious and far-reaching decisions
about finance, treasury, legal and regulatory
issues without requisite experience is unfair
and potentially risky. It was also pointed
out that private sector companies don’t put
‘token’ customers on their boards. That is
not to say that if someone with the right
skills and experience who was also a tenant
applied for a non-executive role that they
would not be considered – but that the
skills, competency and experience must
come first.

Several contributors felt their biggest
challenge in diversity was age – boards are
generally made up of older people, and it
is seen as very difficult to recruit younger
members.

All agreed that the customer voice should
be present in governance structures and
influence board decisions. But where and
how this sits and operates is something
individual providers are figuring out for
themselves. Where organisations do have
residents sitting on their board, they were
clear that those residents were not there as
representatives of the tenant body; more
that they brought that voice to the board
table and might start to encourage other
non-executives to ‘think like a customer
rather than about a customer’.

Many organisations are looking at different
ways to increase the diversity of their nonexecutives, including board apprenticeships,
mentoring and buddying, and working
with specialist organisations in recruitment
(e.g. Housing Diversity Network). One
told us about a scheme whereby they
always have at least one ‘learning board
member’ on their board at any one time
to increase diversity. Deliberately sourced
from diverse backgrounds, these are not
full board members but they are trained
and mentored, gain a year’s experience on
a board and are then well positioned to
apply for non-executive roles either in that
organisation or elsewhere. The move to
virtual meetings was mentioned by several
Chief Executives as being a benefit in
terms of who they could attract and recruit
to board positions; geography being less
important, skills and diversity could be
more easily improved through recruiting
from outside the area.

Everyone we interviewed felt they had
more to do, in varying proportions, around
the tenant voice. All are looking for ways
to increase and improve feedback from
customers, in real-time and using digital
technology (which has been accelerated
by Covid). Most had overhauled their
complaints processes but were keen to
ensure boards properly understood and
learned from complaints received. All our
contributors already have some kind of
tenant voice present in the governance
structure (although in some cases this was
being reviewed and changed), usually
focusing on ‘what matters most to tenants’ –
shaping services and standards, scrutinising
performance and feeding back on relevant
policies, approaches and services. One
respondent told us they were ‘data mining’
50,000 phone calls from customers to glean
intelligence on what matters to customers,
how they feel and what they expect –
information the organisation already holds.
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ESG is business-critical
for housing - how do
you make sure your
business strategy and
funding are aligned?

ESG funding - the terminology is
confusing and interchangeable,
there are multiple sets of standards
and reporting frameworks and
everyone wants to talk about
it, but what exactly is it? In its
broadest sense, ESG stands
for Environmental, Social and
Governance and usually refers
to a set of criteria or standards
by which a company is judged
either in relation to the use of
proceeds of that bond or loan or in
relation to a financial incentive.
It is hard to know where to start, so
we took a look at some examples
of ESG funding both inside and
outside the social housing sector
to identify some of the trends.

Environmental
The climate crisis has been steadily
rising up the agenda, and green bonds
linked to environmental change were the
first type of mainstream ESG funding.
The International Capital Markets
Association published its Principles
for issuing Green Bonds in 2014, and
issuance in 2019 marked a new global
record of green bonds and loans of more
than US$257billion issuance worldwide.
Many have been linked to reductions in
carbon emissions, such as the $10bn loan
issued by Royal Dutch Shell plc in 2019.
It is not just large energy companies
that have highlighted their green
credentials. Luxury goods companies
like Prada have funding linked to the use
of regenerated nylon for the production

of goods as well as the regeneration and
reconversion of production waste.
You would expect that with a large
property portfolio in need of retrofitting to
reach zero carbon, as well as development
ambitions to deliver sustainable and
affordable housing, green bonds would
present housing associations with a
significant opportunity for raising funds.
However, to date there have not been
very many green bonds issued by housing
associations, possibly because it would
require a large sum of capital to essentially
be ring-fenced for a specific green project
or projects. However both Clarion and
Aster have now issued Sustainability
Bonds which have to be used for suitable
sustainable projects; this could include
green projects such as investment
in retro-fitting for existing stock.
There has also been an increasing number
of loans from registered providers where
pricing has been linked to environmental
targets, such as Metropolitan Thames
Valley, Bromford Homes and Cartrefi
Conwy, all of which have loans where
pricing is linked to metrics relating to
improving the energy efficiency of existing
homes and in some cases their offices.
The proceeds from these loans do not
have to be used in order to achieve those
targets, although it is likely they will be
at least partly funded by the related loan.
Instead the applicable interest rate reduces
if energy efficiency targets are met.
With the current focus on zero-carbon we
expect to see many more bonds and loans
linked to similar environmental targets.

A good place
to start

thegoodeconomy.
co.uk/sectors/
affordable-housing

Social

Governance

Where should I start?

By its very nature, the social housing
sector is well-placed to deliver on
social credentials. In fact, an increase
in the number of affordable housing
units developed by a borrower is
specifically identified as a social
activity in the International Capital
Markets Social Bond Principles, and
social bonds have been issued by
MOR Homes and Sage Housing.

Governance-linked targets have lagged
behind the ‘E’ and the ‘S’ in relation
to ESG funding in the sector, which
could simply be down to the fact that
governance does not translate as well
to a specific, measurable ‘target’ or
comparator (after all, what is right
for one organisation may not be right
for another and this will change over
time). It is also fair to say that funders
expect housing organisations to already
demonstrate excellence in governance,
particularly given regulatory demands
- this is one of the reasons why
funders find the sector so attractive.

Perhaps it should not be a surprise that
the majority of loans have focused on
the E so far - but arguably the social
housing sector is well placed to take
advantage of all aspects of the E,S and
G of sustainable finance, so how do you
prepare your organisation for this?

It should be no surprise therefore that
the majority of ESG loans borrowed in
the sector have had KPIs linked to their
social purpose in one way or another.
Clarion, for example, has loans from
Natwest, SMBC and BNP Paribas, all
of which contain metrics relating to
employment such as the number of
apprentices hired on its construction site
and the number of people supported
into work. Catalyst has a loan from
SMBC linked to targets for assisting
customers with maximising their income.
In the wider corporate world, while it
might seem harder to deliver against
the social criteria, Prada has KPIs
linked to the amount of training
hours for employees and which
could easily be replicated by RPs.

So, where might governance targets
emerge? The key themes in the
National Housing Federation Code of
Governance 2020 are one indicator. For
example, making meaningful progress
in equality, diversity and inclusion,
particularly focused around executive and
board leadership of the sector. Bromford
entered into a loan with NatWest in
February 2020, which was linked to
KPIs relating to the gender pay gap.
We could also begin to see more around
resident engagement in governance, with
the roll-out of reforms proposed in the
Charter for Social Housing Residents:
the Social Housing White Paper.

A good place to start is by considering the
criteria set out in the Sustainability Reporting
Standard for Social Housing which has
been developed by The Good Economy
in collaboration with RPs and investors.
[https://thegoodeconomy.co.uk/]. How can
you apply these criteria to your business
streams? Perhaps you have a programme to
reduce fuel poverty or a target to improve
complaints handling? What percentage
of your existing homes have EPC ratings
above C? Are you actively promoting
biodiversity or responsible sourcing of
building materials? How do you support the
physical and mental health of your staff?
By using the framework you can identify
relevant criteria and targets that are
challenging and meaningful and more
than just “business as usual”. Setting your
strategy in line with the Standards will make
it easier to provide data in a format that is
consistent with the requirements of investors.
It is not just about attracting cheaper
funding, but developing an ESG strategy
can drive forward improvements in all areas
of the business, support the values of an
organisation, reflecting its charitable purpose
and the long-term stewardship role of boards.
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The panel

Dr Mike Birkett

Kevin Bolt

Steve Coffey

Sasha Deepwell

Michael joined Regenda as
Group Chief Executive and
member of the Board in March
2014. Prior to this he spent 8
years as Chief Executive of The
Calico Group and earlier in his
career held senior roles at The
Aspire Group and Liverpool
Housing Action Trust.

Kevin has been CEO of bpha for
five years having come into the
sector via a career in FMCG
and Change Management.
He has a depth and breadth of
commercial experience gained
working at board level in the
private and public sectors.
He has delivered growth and
performance improvements
in organisations as diverse as
Appletise plc and Dairy Crest
through to the MoD and NHS
Trusts. His first experience of
the housing sector came in 2012
when he undertook a consultancy
project with bpha and has been a
passionate advocate ever since.

Steve is Chief Executive of
Torus, a diversified growth and
regeneration group and the
largest provider of affordable
homes in the North West.

Sasha joined Irwell Valley
Homes in Greater Manchester
as Chief Executive in 2017. Prior
to this she worked at a senior
level for housing associations
and commercial organisations
delivering housing and
regeneration. She is passionate
about the difference brilliant
social housing can make for
individuals and in communities.
She is a Board member of North
West Housing Services (the UK’s
largest mutual services agency
for housing co-operatives and
social enterprises) and leads
on community-led housing for
Greater Manchester Housing
Providers (GMHP). She is Chair
of a national charity, the Centre
for Women’s Justice, and leads for
GMHP on equality, diversity and
inclusion strategies.

He has also been Chairman
of Ring Stones Maintenance
and Construction Limited and
held numerous Non Executive
Director roles at a number of
organisations. Michael has a
Doctorate from the University
of Bristol and is a Fellow of the
Chartered Institute of Housing.

A passionate advocate for
high-quality affordable housing
and broad-based growth and
regeneration interventions that
support economically vibrant
communities and independent
lives, Steve is responsible for
the Group’s overall strategic
direction, performance and
development.
Before joining Torus, he led
Liverpool Mutual Homes from
stock transfer in 2008 and
spearheaded the creation of a
strong, diversified and awardwinning housing group with a
distinct social purpose during his
10 years as LMH Group Chief
Executive.
Steve has held a number of
senior executive positions within
the North West social housing
sector in a career spanning over
20 years.
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John Delahunty

Jacqueline De-Rose

Aileen Evans

Paul Fiddaman

John is Chief Executive of
Innisfree Housing Association, a
smaller landlord based in North
London.

Jacqueline has been Group
Chief Executive with Progress
Housing Group since 2003,
having worked for community
based, regional and national
social housing organisations in
her 30 years in housing.

In a career spanning more than
30 years in social housing, Aileen
has worked in a variety of roles
in both Housing Associations
and Local Authorities. In July
2017 Aileen was appointed
Group Chief Executive of Grand
Union Housing Group, having
previously been the Group’s
Director of Operations. She is a
former CIH President.

Prior to the creation of Karbon
Homes, Paul served as Group
Chief Executive of the Isos
Group. He had previously been
Deputy Chief Executive from
1st October 2014 when Cestria
Housing became a part of
the Isos Housing Group. Paul
joined Cestria Housing as Chief
Executive in April 2011. Before
Cestria, Paul was Group Director
of Finance and Corporate
Services at Fabrick Housing
Group (now part of the Thirteen
Group).

He is currently Vice-Chair
of BME National, the group
of BME housing associations
around the country, and is also an
active member of BME London,
a group of 14 landlords actively
collaborating to achieve cost
efficiencies and extend our offer
to tenants.
John was one of the contributors
to the advisory group for the
development of the NHF Code
of Governance 2020.
John has been active in promoting
Community Sponsorship of
Refugees, the Home Office
supported scheme for community
groups to organise themselves
to welcome a refugee family to
their local neighbourhood, and
sat on the Home Office National
Community Sponsorship
Stakeholder Group. He is leading
a Community Sponsorship
group in his home town of
Northampton, aiming to support
a refugee family to resettle.

Her passion for housing is driven
by her belief that everyone has
the right to a decent place to live.
Jacqueline has a strong ethos
supporting tenant involvement
and customer service standards,
and a keen interest in staff
development. She has been
a lecturer at the University
of Salford and a leadership
team leader with the Industrial
Society.

Aileen has previously worked
with the NHS to fund solutions
to bed blocking. She is also a
founder member of SHOUT,
the campaign for Social Housing.
Aileen is a qualified coach.

Paul trained as an accountant
with Price Waterhouse and
qualified in 1990. Paul joined
Sunderland Football Club in
1992, initially as Financial
Controller, before progressing
to General Manager and Club
Secretary. His first full-time job in
housing was with Enterprise 5 in
1996, where he became Director
of Finance and Development.
He had been a board member
of a Housing Association while
at SAFC, and had felt a real
connection with the values of the
sector and has been involved in
housing ever since.
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The panel

Wayne Gales

John Ghader

Matthew Harrison

Léann Hearne

Wayne joined Weaver Vale
Housing Trust as Chief
Executive in 2017, prior to which
he held positions at various
North West community-based
housing associations during
the last 20 years, including
more than 15 years working at
Executive Director level. Wayne
has also served on a variety of
housing related regional boards
and is currently the Chair of JV
North development consortium.

John has worked in housing for
more than 30 years in a variety
of senior positions in both
housing associations and local
authorities, as well as stints at the
Audit Commission and at the
Regulator. As CEO of Pierhead
Housing Association (PHA),
John was instrumental in turning
around the housing association’s
fortunes and its governance
rating from a G3 to G1.

Matthew joined Great Places in
1993 and led the organisation
through award winning
development before being
appointed Chief Executive
in April 2013. He has vast
experience in development and
urban regeneration and has led
on many iconic developments
that have supported the growth
of the business. He has also been
involved with a Local Strategic
Partnership, has been a PFI
company board member and
has supported the NHF in a
variety of ways. He is currently
a board member of the Sheffield
Housing Company and is a
non-executive board member of
another housing provider.

Léann Hearne was appointed as
Group Chief Executive of First
Ark Group (now Livv Housing
Group) in October 2018.

An advocate of community
based service delivery models
and of strategic partnerships,
John’s focus has been to work
collaboratively with other smaller
housing associations to increase
‘capacity and clout’ at both a
local and regional level. It is
this focus which led to Leasowe
Community Homes merging
with PHA to form Prima Group,
with John becoming Group CEO
in April 2017.
John has also served as a NED on
a number of housing association
boards and currently serves on
NHF’s National Smaller Housing
Association Board, is a Fellow of
the CIH and has an MBA from
the University of Bradford.
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Léann began her career in sales
and marketing in the engineering
and construction sectors and
became Managing Director of
an international manufacturing
business in 2000. Whilst there she
took up a non-executive position
in a housing association, with
roles of chair of audit committee,
chair of governance committee,
board chair and group vice-chair.
This led to a move to the sector,
most recently for The Riverside
Group as the Executive Lead
for the £100m turnover Care
and Support business, followed
by the Executive Director of
Transformation and Shares
Services with responsibility for
collapsing the group structure
and implementing a target
operating model.

The panel

John Johnston

Charlie Norman

Cath Purdy

Sue Sutton

John joined Cheviot Housing
Association, one of Bernicia’s
original subsidiaries in 1988
and was appointed Deputy
Chief Executive of the Bernicia
Group in 2008. John directed
all operational services,
successfully delivering significant
improvements across a wide
range of Directorates and has
worked successfully on stock
transfer, merger and major
regeneration initiatives. John was
appointed as Chief Executive
on 1 April 2018.

Charlie has worked in the social
housing sector for over 30 years,
across the North West and in
Vancouver, Canada, with a
background in community and cooperative housing development,
neighbourhood management,
supported housing and
regeneration. She is honoured to
be CEO of Mosscare St Vincent’s
and committed to helping create
more homes people can afford,
along with more opportunities and
life chances for all.

Cath joined South Lakes
Housing in July 2015, having
previously been Chief Executive
of Housing Hartlepool and
Group Chief Executive of
Vela Housing Group, before
becoming Deputy Group Chief
Executive of Thirteen Group in
the Tees Valley.

Sue has worked in the housing
sector for more than 20 years
across the North West, with
a background in community
development, neighbourhood
management, customer service
and building safety.

John has served on local strategic
partnership and development
trust boards and is a passionate
advocate for the North East of
England.

Charlie is a volunteer in her
local area, Vice Chair of the
Manchester Housing Providers
Partnership, a trustee of Mustard
Tree, trustee of the Housing
Associations Charitable Trust and
a board member of the Northern
Housing Consortium. Working
with a wide range of partners and
leading on health and housing
for the Greater Manchester
Housing Providers network, she
is a committed campaigner for
better health and wellbeing, a
decent home for all (including
independent living schemes for
people who need extra support),
better life chances for young
people and tackling inequalities.
Charlie is also a firm believer in
building a great work environment
where people can flourish.

Having spent 30 years as a
housing professional, 18 of which
have been at senior executive
level, Cath is passionate about
social housing and how the sector
contributes to economic and
social wellbeing. She has been
very active in the sector, currently
serving as board director of the
National Housing Federation
and HouseMark and previously
serving on the CIH Council and
Northern Housing Consortium
Board.
She has a BA (Hons) degree
in Social Policy, a Diploma in
Housing Policy and a Masters in
Business Administration. She is
a fellow of the CIH and in 2011
was awarded an OBE, for her
work in housing in the Queen’s
Birthday honours.

Proud to lead Salix Homes,
where she has worked since 2008,
Sue is committed to increasing
the supply of good quality
affordable homes and working
with partners across Greater
Manchester to promote and
create opportunities that address
inequalities for local people.
Sue is currently leading Salix
Homes on the next leg of
its journey and committed
to further developing the
organisation’s family friendly,
flexible, fit for the future working
environment while maintaining
its DNA – customers at the heart
of everything it does.
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Gail Teasdale

Heather Thomas

Gail is Chief Executive at
Broadacres, having joined in
January 2018. She was formerly
Executive Director – Finance
and Corporate Services at
Accent. Gail is a qualified
chartered accountant who
worked extensively in the private
sector before joining the housing
world.

Heather joined Sapphire
Independent Housing in 2016
as Chief Executive. Sapphire is a
smaller registered provider based
in North West London providing
supported housing and general
needs housing with a focus in
single people.

Gail joined Broadacres when
it was G3/V2. Broadacres has
been on a transformation and is
now G1/V1. As an organisation
it is geographically focussed on
North Yorkshire seeing itself as a
leading rural housing association.
It is actively developing in
the towns and national parks
of North Yorkshire, whilst at
the same time focussing on
affordable warmth as this is
the key issue mentioned by
customers.
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She also recently took over as
Chair of Croydon Churches
Housing Association in South
London.
Heather has 20 years’ experience
of working at a senior level with
different registered providers.
With experience of managing
diverse housing tenures; she
brings considerable experience
and knowledge of the housing
association sector.
She is a corporate member
of the Chartered Institute of
Housing and has a Masters
in Organisational Behaviour.
She is also a guest lecturer to
housing students at South Bank
University
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